What We Did to Merit the Blue Ribbon School Award 2009

Voices (in order of appearance)

Thomas W. Schmidt, Superintendent, Sherman Central School District, Sherman, NY

Myrtle Walker, Principal, School of Health Professions At The Yvonne Magnet, Dallas, TX

Ivy Sherman, Principal Brookside Elementary School, Baldwin, NY

Terry Holley, Superintendent, Covington County Schools (winning school: W. S. Harlan Elementary
School, Lockhart, AL)

Wesley Sever, Principal, John Wash Elementary School, Fresno, CA

Wayne Ryan, Principal, Crosby S. Noyes Education Campus, Washington DC

When I was asked by a member of either local media or who was interested in why we won this award I
said it was three things that caused this to happen. One, we have great teachers, great teachers who work
every day to make sure that the students get the curriculum they need to get. We have fantastic students,
who all take care of each other. Being a K-12 school, I have 12th graders that take care of first graders; I
have first graders that look up to tenth graders and so that’s very good. That’s important to us. We have
great students. But then just as important, we have great families. We have parents who have an interest
in the school, who want to see their student succeed and who support the school in all ways.

The students choose to come to our school because they want to learn about the health care field, but we
also want to make sure they are prepared to go to college. So therefore, we raise the bar a little higher, so
the students work very hard, and even though they may not have the financial backing at home, we
provide many opportunities for them to be successful. We have tutoring before school, after school,
during lunch, during school, on Saturdays, so that we can halfway guarantee success on the AP exams.

In pulling a school community together, it's about support. And I think the teachers, my teaching staff,
knows that I will not ask them to do anything that I wouldn’t do. So it's a matter of modeling for them
and showing them what to do, and not leaving them frustrated, and providing them, if not me, then
someone else who can come in and actually show them. I truly believe in classroom-based staff
development. So you're actually in there modeling with children, and showing teachers and teaching
staff what it should look like, not just what it sounds like.

I would say we’re probably old fashioned, to be honest with you. We believe in one on one, small groups,
peer teaching. They do a lot of things there. We do have technology, but basically, a lot of it is just one-
on-one. It’s also Title 1 school, so we use some of that title one funds for lowering the teacher-pupil ratio
because we feel that’s important. And I think that’s achieved, or helped us to achieve, the goals we’ve set
for our schools.



We believe in professional learning communities, we believe in Response to Intervention, and we believe
in EDI, which is explicit, direct instruction. What that does is it establishes a common language for
everybody at your school site, for parents, teachers, and students. Before, we were doing random acts of
improvement. Everyone was doing a great job. Everyone came to work and they were the best teachers in
the world. They came to work saying, “I'm going to do the best job I can today” But then they’d focus on
this and another would focus that way, another would focus that way. And what these three programs
do is that when we do those random acts of improvement they’re not aren’t random. They’re focused acts
of improvement. And that’s what's exciting about this. We are all focused in the same direction. We're all
focused student learning, we’re all focused on instruction, we're all focusing on meeting the needs of the
lowest students.

It took a lot. We had some dark days early on where there was a lot of resistance to change, there were a
lot people who had become set and complacent in their ways and they did not want to change. So we had
to start with a small cadre of individuals who were like-minded, realizing that these boys and girls
deserved better and they were committed to ensuring that they get it. We started making some very small
successes in the community, and people were, “these guys are serious about what they’re doing here.” So
then, over the years, we started attracting others who had heard about what we were doing at Noyes and
teachers were to coming to us willingly to be part of this educational experiment. So little by little, little
by little we got more and more on board. You know, everyone wants to be part of a winning team.



